Growth factors in asthma.
Asthma is a chronic inflammatory disease of the airways, with associated repair processes. Both inflammatory and repair processes appear to be strictly related, and can lead to several histopathological alterations of the bronchial mucosa, such as the shedding of epithelium and increased thickness of the basement membrane. The integrity as well as the alterations of the bronchial structure are the consequence of several biological events, such as cell proliferation and death, cell activation and inhibition, and extracellular matrix (ECM) production and degradation. These events are critically regulated by polypeptides called growth factors (GFs), which are able, functioning in an autocrine and paracrine fashion, to affect and modulate cell functions and ECM turnover. Although the importance of GFs has been widely demonstrated in other pulmonary conditions, such as lung fibrotic diseases, their possible involvement in the pathogenesis of inflammatory and postinflammatory processes in asthma is still not completely clear. The aim of the present review was to discuss the biological evidence concerning the role of several growth factors, such as transforming growth factor-beta (TGF-beta), epidermal growth factor (EGF), granulocyte/macrophage colony-stimulating factor (GM-CSF), platelet-derived growth factor (PDGF) and endothelin, in asthma and chronic bronchitis.